SERMONS 


FROM      RIVERSIDE 


SEARCHING  THE  MIND  OF  CHRIST 
(II)     Jesus  on  Service 


Dr.  Ernest  To  Campbell 


February  22,   1970 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2012  with  funding  from 

Princeton  Theological  Seminary  Library 


http://www.archive.org/details/sermonsearchingm02camp 


SEARCHING  THE  MIND  OF  CHRIST 
(II)  Jesus  on  Service 


The  youngster  I  have  in  mind  is  in  her  third  year  of 
graduate  study  at  a  prominent  mid-western  university.   She 
is  pretty s  intelligent  and  very  serious  about  religion,,   I  met 
her  again  recently  in  Detroit,,    She  goes  to  church  sparingly 
now 9  ever  since  that  Sunday  when  her  minister  suggested  in 
a  sermon  that  to  be  a  Christian  is  to  be  maladjusted  to  the 
world.    Do  you  stand  with  the  minister  or  the  student?  Does 
the  gospel  help  me  to  move  within  my  culture  or  does  it  set 
me  at  odds  with  my  culture  ? 

Put  the  lid  on  that  one  for  the  time  being  and  let  your 
mind  return  to  the  site  of  the  Last  Supper.    Enroute  to  the 
Upper  Room  the  disciples  had  a  hassle  among  themselves  as 
to  which  would  be  greatest  in  the  kingdom.    This  was  an  un- 
seemly contention 9  all  the  more  objectionable  because  it 
happened  less  than  twenty-four  hours  before  their  king  was 
to  die. 

The  supper  hour  arrived  and  their  tempers  were 
still  as  warm  as  the  food  they  were  about  to  eat.    On  hand 
was  a  basin,  a  towel  and  water ,  as  custom  demanded,  so 
that  the  dust  of  the  road  might  be  washed  from  their  sandaled 
feet.    But  each  pretended  not  to  notice.    Some  scanned  the 
ceiling.    Others  fumbled  with  their  clothing.    The  rest  stared 
holes  through  the  table.    At  this  point  Jesus  rose,  divested 
himself  of  his  outer  garments,  took  a  towel,  and  proceeded 
to  wash  their  feet  after  the  manner  of  a  slave. 


We  have  here  a  study  in  miniature  of  Jesus'  funda- 
mental attitude  toward  life.    This  is  no  isolated  event,  a 
rare  example  of  his  humility.    The  whole  ministry  of  Jesus 
runs  with  the  grain  of  this  incident. 


His  very  coming  into  the  world  was  an  act  of  conde- 
scension.   Scripture  wiii  not  let  us  forget  that  he  had  a  glory 
with  the  Father  from  the  beginning.    It  was  this  that  was  laid 
aside  for  us  men  and  our  salvation.    In  that  towering  passage 
in  the  second  chapter  of  the  Philippian  letter,  known  as  the 
kenosis  section,  the  same  word  that  is  used  in  John's  Gospel 
to  indicate  that  Jesus  took  a  towel  is  present.    "He  made 
himself  of  no  reputation  and  took  upon  him  the  form  of  a 
servant,  and  was  made  in  the  likeness  of  men."  (Phil  2:7) 
To  this  grace  we  owe  our  very  souls.    It  was  Augustine  who 
said  "Proud  man  would  have  perished  forever,  had  not  a 
lowly  God  found  him.  " 

All  the  way  from  Bethlehem  to  Golgotha  it  was  the 
same,  Jesus  keeping  himself  at  the  disposal  of  God  for  the 
good  of  others.    Always  there  is  a  sense  of  power,  but  power 
held  in  check.    At  his  birth  a  bright  star  flashed  its  light  a- 
cross  the  Syrian  sky;  yet  he  was  cradled  in  a  stable.    At  the 
age  of  twelve  he  astounded  the  priests  and  eiders  in  the  tem- 
ple; yet  moments  later  he  was  subject  to  Mary  and  Joseph. 
He  refused  to  turn  stones  into  bread  for  himself  but  turned 
water  into  wine  for  others.     He  would  not  allow  them  to  make 
him  a  bread  king,  choosing  instead  to  wear  a  crown  of  thorns. 

On  the  Mount  of  Transfiguration  he  refused  to  ascend 
to  heaven  between  two  saints,  choosing  instead  to  die  upon  a 
cross  between  two  thieves.    In  the  garden  that  night  he  could 
have  unmasked  the  secret  that  lay  at  the  base  of  Judas'  soul. 
Had  he  done  so  the  traitor  would  not  have  left  the  garden 
alive  that  night,  Peter's  sword  would  have  seen  to  that. 
Aware  of  his  power,  Jesus  always  used  it  for  a  purpose 
larger  than  himself.    As  the  gospel  puts  it:    "Jesus  knowing 
that  the  Father  had  given  ail  things  into  his  hands  and  that  he 
was  come  from  God  and  went  to  God  —  took  a  towel  . . . . " 
(John  13:  3-4)    It  was  this  that  inspired  Archbishop  Trench's 
most  celebrated  sonnet: 

"He  might  have  reared  a  palace  at  his  word 
Who  sometime  had  not  where  to  lay  his  head; 
Time  was  when  he  who  fed  the  crowds  with  bread 
Would  not  one  crust  until  himself  afford. 
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Twelve  legions ,  girded  with  angelic  swords 

Were  at  his  beck9  the  scorned  and  buffetted; 

He  healed  another's  scratchs  his  own  side  bled; 

Sides  feet  and  hands  with  cruel  piercings  gored. 

O  wonderful  the  wonders  left  undone  1 

And  scarce  less  wonderful  than  those  he  wrought! 

O  love  divine ,  passing  all  human  thought 9 

To  have  all  power ,  yet  be  as  having  none, 

O  self-effacing  love  that  thought  alone 

For  others5  needs ,  but  never  for  his  own."    1 


"Jesus  took  a  towel."    We  have  here  a  study  in 
miniature  of  what  the  church  was  meant  to  be.    How  much 
more  plain  could  the  language  be?    "If  I  then  your  Lord  and 
master  have  washed  your  feets  ye  also  ought  to  wash  one 
another's  feet.    For  I  have  given  you  an  example  that  ye 
should  do  as  I  have  done  to  you.    Verily ,  verily  I  say  unto 
you?  the  servant  is  not  greater  than  his  Lord.    Neither  he 
that  is  sent  greater  than  he  that  sent  him."  (John  13:14-16) 

We  are  not  to  take  this  mandate  of  our  Lord  in  a 
literal  sense  after  the  fashion  of  some  Baptist^  Adventist  and 
Dunkard  sects  or  our  Mennonite  friends .    Nor  are  we  to  as- 
sume that  Jesus  was  encouraging  a  theatrical  reenactment 
of  the  washing  of  feet  on  Maundy  Thursday.,  often  done  by 
cardinals  and  kings ,  and  always  to  the  accompaniment  of 
popping  flash  bulbs .    Jesus  was  telling  us  here  that  the  mis- 
sion of  the  church  is  one  of  selfless  service  to  the  world  in 
the  name  of  Christ. 

The  towel  in  some  ways  is  a  more  relevant  symbol 
of  the  Christian  life  than  the  cross.    If  one  were  to  ask  what 
the  authentic  trademark  of  the  church  should  be?  it  would 
come  down  to  a  toss-up  between  the  cross  and  the  towel . 
Liston  Pope  once  observed  that  "as  the  cross  represents 
the  ultimate  requirement  of  the  Christian  life  so  the  towel 
represents  its  immediate  demand." 
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Perhaps  we  use  the  word  "cross"  too  lightly.    We  use 
it  to  speak  of  some  illness  borne  that  millions  of  others  suf  - 
fer  with  as  well.    Or  to  describe  a  business  failure  that  we 
have  experienced  to  which  our  own  folly  has  made  a  substan  - 
tiai  contribution.    Perhaps  we  should  think  of  the  cross  only 
in  the  sense  of  something  that  is  voluntarily  assumed  unto 
death  for  the  sake  of  Jesus  Christ. 

The  question  is  raised  by  the  hymn  writer: 

"Must  Jesus  bear  the  cross  alone 

and  all  the  world  go  free  ? 
No,  there's  a  cross  for  everyone 

and  there's  a  cross  for  me." 

I  am  not  sure  that  there  is  a  cross  for  everyone9  but 
I  know  that  there  is  a  towel  for  everyone  who  names  the  name 
of  Jesus  Christo    I  believe  that  in  the  hour  of  testing  if  it 
were  a  matter  of  life  and  death  as  to  whether  we  would  stay 
with  Christ  or  deny  him,  we  Americans,  soft  and  compromised 
though  we  are,  could  muster  the  courage  to  stand  at  his  side 
and  die  for  him.    But  this  is  only  hypothetical  at  this  point  in 
history. 

The  ancient  Romans  had  a  coin  on  one  side  of  which 
was  a  team  of  oxen  and  an  altar,  and  on  the  other,  a  team  of 
oxen  and  a  plow.    Underneath  was  the  legend:  "Ready  for 
either."     Ready  to  be  offered  up,  if  need  be,  ready  to  serve. 
I  have  a  feeling  that  it  is  harder  to  live  for  Christ  than  it  is 
to  die  for  him. 

"Jesus  took  a  towel."    Would  you  agree  with  me  that 
the  towel  is  none  too  conspicuous  at  the  corporate  level  of 
the  church's  life  these  days  ?    The  church  has  to  have  an  in- 
stitutional side.    But  one  suspects  that  the  anticiericaiism 
that  is  building  in  this  country  stems  quite  largely  from  the 
fact  that  the  masses  outside  fail  to  see  the  towel  in  our  hand. 

It  is  interesting,  when  you  think  about  it,  that  the 
symbols  of  the  major  powers  of  the  world  all  seem  to  sug- 
gest domination  and  control  —  the  hammer  and  sickle  of  the 
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Soviet  Union,  the  predatory  lion  of  Great  Britain,  and  the 
high  soaring  eagie  of  the  United  States.    Power  tends  to  dis- 
dain the  towel,  even  ecclesiastical  power.    Ask  yourself  next 
time  you  get  the  run-around  at  City  Hail,  or  line  up  for  help 
at  Internal  Revenue,  or  go  down  to  have  your  license  renewed 
at  the  Department  of  Motor  Vehicles,  what  it  is  that  gets  to 
you  about  the  experience,,    If  you  can  cool  your  passion  long 
enough  to  analyze  your  irritation  you  will  likely  discover 
that  the  bureaucrats  offend  you  because  they  assume  that 
you  are  there  for  them.    They  forget  that  they  are  there 
for  you. 

A  library  is  not  a  place  for  guarding  books  .    It's  a 
place  for  opening  windows  in  the  minds  of  men.    A  hospital 
is  not  a  place  for  forms  to  be  filled  out  correctly  and  pro- 
fessionals to  do  their  thing.    It  is  a  place  that  is  committed 
to  the  healing  of  the  body.    A  church  is  not  a  shrine  to  be 
beautified,  cleaned  and  protected.    It  is  a  base  for  service 
to  the  community,  the  nation  and  the  world.    How  easily 
even  the  church  can  forget  that  they  are  not  here  for  us ,  but 
we  are  here  for  them. 

I  enjoyed  the  autobiography,  One  Man's  Education, 
the  story  of  the  life  of  Wiimarth  Sheldon  Lewis.    At  one 
point  in  that  narrative  Lewis  is  crushed  by  the  death  of  his 
wife.    The  minister  that  the  family  had  known  had  moved  on, 
and  a  new  man  was  there  in  his  place.  "The  new  man  prom- 
ised to  call  often  and  Lefty  who  needed  and  wanted  the  com- 
forts of  religion  encouraged  him  to  do  so,  but  warned  him, 
'I  am  not  going  to  church  for  a  while.    This  doesn't  mean 
I've  taken  my  hand  from  the  plough,  only  that  the  music, 
especially  the  hymns,  is  too  upsetting.1  The  minister  dropped 
him  abruptly  and  Lefty  was  a  long  time  returning  to  the  beau- 
tiful church  whose  east  wall  his  wife  helped  to  restore  short- 
ly before  she  died."  2 

The  stoles  that  ministers  wear  are  intended  to  re- 
present the  towel.    But  Calvin  was  right:    "It  must  neces- 
sarily be,  that  one  or  other  of  two  dispositions  prevails  over 
us  —  either  that,  overlooking  ourselves,  we  are  devoted  to 
Christ,  and  those  things  that  are  Christ's,  or  that,  unduly 
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intent  on  our  own  advantage,  we  serve  Christ  in  a  super- 
ficial manner."  3 

Perhaps  the  reason  why  the  towel  is  so  inconspicu- 
ous at  the  corporate  level  is  because  it  isn't  very  frequently 
in  our  hands  at  the  personal  level.    There  are  many  churches 
that  require  stronger  promises  of  new  members  than  River- 
side requires.    In  the  Presbyterian  Church  and  one  or  two 
other  denominations  the  minister  asks  those  who  wish  to 
join:    "Do  you  promise  to  give  your  whole  heart  to  the  ser- 
vice of  Christ  and  his  kingdom  throughout  the  world?"   Those 
joining  try  to  answer  with  a  straight  face,  "I  do." 

But  the  fact  is  that  we  often  come  into  the  church  for 
the  wrong  reasons,  and  the  motivation  that  inspires  us  to 
identify  with  Christ  hardly  has  a  towel  in  sight.    "Fortune 
Magazine,"  a  while  ago  conducted  a  survey  that  sought  to 
discover  the  reason  why  people  joined  a  particular  church. 
First,  God  help  us,  the  personality  of  the  minister.     Second, 
Christian  Education,    Will  my  children  have  good  learning 
experiences  there?    Third,  music.    Is  it  the  kind  that  ties 
in  with  my  taste,  not  too  high,  not  too  low?    Fourth,  loca- 
tion.   Is  it  handy?    It  would  be  hard  to  exaggerate  the  im- 
portance of  that  extra  hour  in  bed  on  Sunday  morning.    Fifth, 
denominational  tie.    Is  its  government  and  way  of  doing  things 
reasonably  compatible  with  what  I  know?    I  wouldn't  wish  to 
be  bothered  making  a  radical  adjustment. 

All  of  this,  quite  obviously,  has  to  do  with  me  and 
mine  and  how  we  can  be  serviced.    Is  it  any  wonder  then 
that  a  congregation  that  comes  together  from  such  motivation 
balks  when  confronted  with  opportunity  to  serve.    Actually, 
what  we  are  doing  is  importing  the  spirit  of  the  age  into  the 
church  and  clothing  it  with  respectability. 

Getting  back  to  that  pretty  graduate  student,  her  min- 
ister is  right.    To  be  a  Christian  is  to  live  maladjusted  to 
the  culture  in  which  one  finds  himself.    I  remember  the  ad 
as  if  I  saw  it  only  yesterday.    A  rather  obese  man  was  seated 
in  a  barber's  chair.    He  had  the  proper  bib  around  his  neck. 
The  barber  was  working  on  his  hair,  the  manicurist  was 
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working     on  his  naiis ,  and  the  bootblack  was  working  on  his 
shoes.    Underneath  was  the  tag  line,  "This  is  making  it  big!" 
Not  the  services  we  perform  but  the  services  we  can  com- 
mand —  this  is  what  our  society  values . 

This  then  is  a  plea    for  the  church  corporately  and 
for  us  as  several  members  of  the  church  --to  pick  that  towel 
up  again.    There  is  a  great  need  for  service  in  our  world.    In 
saying  this  one  is  not  suggesting  that  there  isn't  a  need  for 
social  action.    We  are  living  in  a  twilight  zone.    The  atmospere 
is  eerie  and  scary  and  many  are  up  tight.    The  old  is  in  its 
death  throes,  and  the  new  that  is  aborning  is  still  in  travail. 
Many  believe  that  the  only  people  who  count  are  the  ones  who 
can  make  waves.    But  while  some  are  making  waves,  let  us 
not  forget  the  opportunities  we  have  to  make  some  ripples  in 
the  basin. 

There  are  all  kinds  of  people  hurting  for  our  care. 
I  stumbled  on  a  story  the  other  day  that  comes  out  of  the 
Hebrides  Islands  off  the  west  coast  of  Scotland.    "One  morn- 
ing a  little  lady  advanced  in  years  walked  to  the  tiny  post  of- 
fice in  her  village.    In  the  lobby  a  mechanic  was  busy  instal- 
ling some  sort  of  machine  while  the  postmaster  stood  behind 
his  window  serving  a  line  of  customers.    When  the  woman 
finally  reached  the  window  she  asked  the  postmaster,   'What 
is  that  thing  you  are  putting  in  the  lobby?'   With  pride  he  re- 
plied,  'That  is  a  new  stamp  machine.    From  now  on  you  will 
not  need  to  wait  in  line  to  purchase  stamps  from  me  at  the 
window.    You  will  drop  your  money  into  a  coin  slot  and  out 
will  come  a  stamp.    It's  the  latest  thing, '    But  the  old  Gaelic 
woman  eyed  the  machine  skeptically  for  a  moment  and  then 
said,   'But  tell  me,  will  it  ask  about  my  rheumatism?'"  4 

One  of  the  most  hopeful  signs  in  our  society  today  is 
the  interest  on  the  part  of  young  people  to  involve  themselves 
in  direct  human  service.    How  exciting  that  men  in  seminaries 
and  universities  are  thinking  seriously  about  serving  on  the 
police  force  of  our  major  cities.    Charles  Wells,  the  Washing- 
ton commentator,  was  speaking  the  other  day  to  the  fact  that 
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corporations  can  no  longer  recruit  on  the  basis  of  pension 
and  salary  alone.    They  must  give  consideration  to  what  the 
corporation's  stance  is  toward  society:    "Hope  resides  with 
the  young,  for  industrial  leaders  acknowledge  there  is  a  very 
different  spirit  among  the  youth  they  recruit  now  for  business 
careers.    No  longer  does  financial  gain  have  the  strongest 
appeal.    Corporations  are  being  compelled  to  push  forward 
their  social  and  humanitarian  aims  to  attract  the  most  prom- 
ising youth.    To  them  life  --  not  profit  --  is  sacred."   5 

And  while  the  need  is  staggering  on  the  outside,  it  is 
equally  staggering  within  our  own  hearts.    We  are  all  so 
locked  up  and  tightly  wound.    When  we  speak  about  service, 
a  word  that  has  become  bland  in  our  society,  we  are  not 
speaking  about  some  little  grace  note  played  above  the  domi- 
nant theme  of  faith.    Rather,  we  are  speaking  about  some- 
thing that  belongs  at  the  very  heart  of  that  experience.    For 
Jesus  said:    "Whoever  cares  for  his  own  safety  is  lost;  but 
if  a  man  will  let  himself  be  lost  for  my  sake,  he  will  find  his 
true  self.    What  will  a  man  gain  by  winning  the  whole  world, 
at  the  cost  of  his  own  true  self."  (Mat  16:25  NEB) 

What  I  am  pleading  for  is  an  attitude  of  service  that 
will  pervade  ail  of  our  relationships.    But  I  am  thinking  also 
of  the  willingness  to  be  tied  to  specific  responsibilities  such 
as  the  one  Dr.  Laubach  suggested  this  morning,  helping 
others  through  those  terrifyingiy  complicated  Internal  Reve- 
nue forms.    Maybe  that  call  is  for  you.    Sister  Corita,  whose 
wisdom  continues  to  astound  her  readers,  said  one  time, 
"Accept  an  assignment,  then  you  won't  feel  responsible  for 
everything." 

Albert  Schweitzer  spoke  to  a  graduating  class  in  an 
English  boys'  school  back  in  1935.     He  said:    "I  do  not  know 
what  your  destiny  will  be.    Some  of  you  will  perhaps  occupy 
remarkable  positions.    Perhaps  some  of  you  will  become 
famous  by  your  pens,  or  as  artists.    But  I  know  one  thing: 
the  only  ones  among  you  who  will  be  really  happy  are  those 
who  have  sought  and  found  how  to  serve." 

And  this  is  what  Elizabeth  Brownings  was  getting  at 
in  those  lines  that  state  so  well  the  Christian  view: 
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"A  child*s  kiss 
Set  on  thy  sighing  lips  shall  make  thee  glad; 
A  poor  man  served  by  thee  shall  make  thee  rich; 
A  sick  man  helped  by  thee  shall  make  thee  strong; 
Thou  shait  be  served  thyself  by  every  sense 
Of  service  which  thou  renderest."  6^ 

"Jesus  took  a  towel."    The  servant  is  not  greater 
than  his  Lord.    It  was  the  way  the  master  went,    should  not 
the  servant  tread  it  still? 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Make  us  comfortable,  gracious  Father 
in  the  role  of  servant  —  more 
intent  on  giving  than  receiving. 

Help  us  to  notice  the  towels  and  basins, 

the  water  and  unwashed  feet  that  signal  us 
to  works  of  mercy  for  the  sake  of  Christ. 
In  His  dear  Name  we  pray.  Amen. 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Archbishop  R.  C.  Trench,    "Sonnets,"    from 

The  Indwelling  Christ  by  George  C.  Pidgeon,  p.   138 

2.  Lewis,  Sheldon  Wilmarth,    One  Man's  Education , 
p.  396,    Alfred  A.  Knop,  New  York  1967 

3.  Calvin,  John,  Commentary  on  Philippians,  p.  77 
Wm.  B.  Eerdmans  Publishing  Co. ,  Grand  Rapids, 
Mich. ,   1957 

4.  From  a  message  by  the   Rev.  John  C.  Peterson, 
President,  Westminster  College  to  the  Alumni 
Association,   1966 

5.  Wells,  Charles,  "Between  the  Lines,"    Dec.   15,  1969 

6.  Brownings,  Elizabeth  Barrett,    "A  Drama  of  Exile" 


-  9  - 


A  subscription  to  the  annual  sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately 
40  in  number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check 
for  $5.  00  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,  to: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 

New  York,  N.Y.   10027 


70/7 


